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16 SEPTEMBER   
WEDNESDAY SERIES 2
Helsinki Music Centre at 19

Osmo Vänskä, conductor

Anton Bruckner: Symphony No. 7 in E Major 68 min

I Allegro moderato
II Adagio (Sehr feierlich und sehr langsam)
III Scherzo (Sehr schnell) – Trio (Etwas langsamer)
IV Finale (Bewegt, doch nicht zu schnell)

No interval. The concert ends at about 20.20. 
Broadcast live on Yle Radio 1 and online at yle.fi/rso.
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ANTON BRUCKNER
(1824–1896): 
SYMPHONY NO. 7

Bruckner composed his seventh sym-
phony over the course of two years, 
beginning in September 1881. The first 
movement, with its complex counter-
point, accounted for well over half this 
time and he did not finish it until late 
1882. By contrast, the second movement 
proved surprisingly quick to compose. 
The symphony as a whole was ready 
in September 1883, but getting it per-
formed proved difficult. At last, in spring 
1884, Arthur Nikisch the conductor sug-
gested a date for the premiere in Leipzig 
in June. Several times this was delayed 
by various mismanagements and mis-
fortunes, so that it did not finally get a 
hearing until the end of December 1884. 
It was a tremendous success – the big-
gest victory of Bruckner’s career, in fact. 
He was called up to take a bow after 
each of the movements, and at the end 
received a standing ovation that lasted a 
quarter of an hour.

The Symphony in E is one of Bruckner’s 
most popular. The mighty main theme 
of the first movement was, he said, sim-
ply given to him: an angel played it to 
him on a viola in a dream. The theme 
makes an ethereal yet indelible impres-
sion the first time it appears. It reaches 
up to heaven before immersing itself in 
intensive chromatics, each detail full of 
promise of things to come. [Incidentally, 
the angel’s viola had at least one note 
more than that played by us humans: at 
its lowest, the theme dips to the note 
B just below the lowest viola string (C), 

so Bruckner had to compromise and as-
sign this note to the cello!] All the move-
ment’s themes, and even the tiniest mo-
tifs, appear both “correctly” and “wrongly” 
written, and often simultaneously. The 
beginning of the recapitulation is a pure 
stroke of genius, the main theme sound-
ing partly like a tonal search before its 
true essence is revealed.

The main theme of the Adagio treads 
along with a solemn and extremely slow 
gait yet without being too like a funer-
al march. There is a strong chromatic 
charge initially designed to create an air 
of mystery; later, it raises the harmonic 
and thereby also the dramatic tension. 
Contributing greatly to the sound are 
the Wagner tubas which no one before 
Bruckner had ever written into a sym-
phony. The tuba family not only adds 
warmth; it also gives the sound an “oth-
er-worldliness”. This gained unexpect-
ed prestige in the coda written after 
Wagner’s death. While the demise of the 
household deity is just a presentiment 
at the beginning of the movement, at 
the end it has become reality. Bruckner 
meets both with the deep, rich sound of 
his novel instrument to create two dif-
ferent dark shades at these points in the 
score. This magnificent movement is all 
about the leisurely yet intense transition 
from one state to the other. The slightly 
more mobile section in triple time sheds 
a little softer light on them, but even 
this light has a touch of mystery.

The main section of the Scherzo has a 
bipolar nature: the trumpet’s pithy fan-
fare motif and the falling one that fol-
lows seek to anchor themselves firmly 
on their tonal base, whereas the busy 
accompaniment figure seems to be 
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poised to abandon the prevailing key at 
any moment. The tonal plot is wild. Were 
you, in the heat of battle, to ask, “What 
key are we in now?” the true answer 
would most often be, “None, but we’re 
going somewhere very fast.” The pithy 
fanfare, the austere motifs and the edgy 
music do, however, hold everything in 
place. The Trio is marked off by a gener-
al pause and a little timpani solo. It is an 
idyll pure and simple and a pastiche of 
an early Romantic Ländler in spirit. When 
the unadorned main section returns, the 
earthy impression is even greater. In the 
overall scheme of the symphony this is 
in fact the Scherzo’s mission: to bring the 
listener back down to earth, ready for 
what comes next.

The Finale differs in many ways from 
both the contemporary mainstream 
and from Bruckner’s own corresponding 
movements. Both the main and the sec-
ond theme have a very unconventional 
tonal plot: rapid modulation has all of a 
sudden become the main distinguishing 
feature. The listener gets the impres-
sion that a key has no sooner been es-
tablished than it is rejected. The second 
theme, for example, seems at first sight 
to be a simple chorale corresponding 
to the classical definition of a “second-
ary theme”: soft, lyrical and serene, yet it 
changes key every other bar, and some-
times even more often. Even more no-
ticeable is the frequently lurching tempo 
of the main theme. Bruckner conduc-
tors have had a very free hand here and 
arrived at the most varied of solutions; 
some just content themselves with a 
lightly swinging tempo while others take 
delight in thwarting the listener’s expec-
tations. This might be regarded as a rare 

example of Bruckner humour.
Viewed as a whole, the Finale is one 

of the strangest and freshest inventions 
in all Bruckner. The anomalies prevent 
it from becoming too solemn, which it 
might have done considering the lofty 
mood of the first two movements and 
the symphony’s status as an in memori-
am to an honoured master. Now, when, 
right at the end, Bruckner allows the 
broad arch of the main theme of the 
first movement to return and thus span 
the work as a whole, the listener experi-
ences just the right catharsis.

Abridged programme notes by Jouni 
Kaipainen translated by Susan Sinisalo

OSMO VÄNSKÄ
Renowned internationally for his com-
pelling, dynamic interpretations, Osmo 
Vänskä took over as Music Director of 
the Minnesota Orchestra in 2003. He 
and the orchestra have together drawn 
rave reviews for their performances.

Before Minnesota, Mr Vänskä was 
Music Director of the Lahti Symphony 
Orchestra from 1988. He has also served 
in the corresponding posts with the 
Iceland Symphony Orchestra and the 
BBC Scottish Symphony. He regularly 
guest conducts top orchestras the world 
over, in Chicago, san Francisco, London, 
Berlin and in Amsterdam.

In addition to the highly-acclaimed 
discs he made with the Lahti Symphony 
Orchestra, Osmo Vänskä has recorded 
works by Sibelius in Minnesota. His CD 
of Symphonies 1 & 4 won him and the 
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orchestra a coveted Grammy, and they 
have also released a cycle of the com-
plete Beethoven symphonies, each al-
bum drawing superlative praise world-
wide.

Honours and distinctions awarded to 
Osmo Vänskä include an honorary doc-
torate from the universities of Glasgow 
and Minnesota and a Royal Philharmonic 
Society Award for his outstanding con-
tribution to classical music. Musical 
America named him 2005 Conductor 
of the Year, and in 2013 he received the 
Annual Award from the German Record 
Critics’ Award Association for his work 
on the BIS project to record the com-
plete works of Sibelius.

THE FINNISH 
RADIO SYMPHONY 
ORCHESTRA
The Finnish Radio Symphony Orchestra 
(FRSO) is the orchestra of the Finnish 
Broadcasting Company (Yle). Its mission 
is to produce and promote Finnish musi-
cal culture and its Chief Conductor as of 
autumn 2013 has been Hannu Lintu. The 
FRSO has two Honorary Conductors: 
Jukka-Pekka Saraste and Sakari Oramo.

The Radio Orchestra of ten players 
founded in 1927 grew to symphony or-
chestra strength in the 1960s. Hannu 
Lintu was preceded as Chief Conductor 
by Toivo Haapanen, Nils-Eric Fougstedt, 
Paavo Berglund, Okko Kamu, Leif 
Segerstam, Jukka-Pekka Saraste and 
Sakari Oramo. 

In addition to the great Classical-
Romantic masterpieces, the latest con-
temporary music is a major item in the 

repertoire of the FRSO, which each year 
premieres a number of Yle commissions. 
Another of the orchestra’s tasks is to re-
cord all Finnish orchestral music for the 
Yle archive. During the 2015/2016 sea-
son it will premiere six Finnish works 
commissioned by Yle. The programme 
will also include Piano Concertos by 
Beethoven and Prokofiev, Symphonies 
by Schumann and Brahms, and 
Mendelssohn’s oratorio Elijah. Among 
its guest artists will be pianists Murray 
Perahia, Nelson Freire and András 
Schiff, conductors David Zinman, Tugan 
Sokhiev and Manfred Honeck, soprano 
Karita Mattila and mezzo-soprano Anne 
Sofie von Otter.

The FRSO has recorded works by 
Ligeti, Eötvös, Nielsen, Hakola, Lindberg, 
Saariaho, Sallinen, Kaipainen, Kokkonen 
and others, and the debut disc of the op-
era Aslak Hetta by Armas Launis. Its discs 
have reaped some prestigious distinc-
tions, such as the BBC Music Magazine 
Award, the Académie Charles Cros 
Award and a MIDEM Classical Award. 
The disc of the Sibelius and Lindberg 
Violin Concertos was Gramophone mag-
azine’s Editor’s Choice in February 2014.

The FRSO regularly tours to all parts 
of the world. One of the many high-
lights of the 2015/2016 season will be 
tours to Japan and Austria with conduc-
tor Hannu Lintu.

The home channel of the FRSO is Yle 
Radio 1, which broadcasts all its con-
certs, usually live, both in Finland and 
abroad. Its concerts can also be heard 
and watched with excellent live stream 
quality on the FRSO website (www.yle.fi/
rso), and the majority of them are tele-
vised live on the Yle Teema channel.


